
Fully Mitigated University is Prepared
for Disasters
Malibu, CA – When the Canyon Fire came roaring through Malibu Canyon in October
2007, Pepperdine University’s Malibu campus was ready. The sprawling 830-acre
campus and its buildings are mitigated as much as possible against fire, so much so
that administration, staff, and students can feel safe if they are not able to leave the
school grounds when a wild fire approaches.

The Canyon Fire burned 4,500 acres in Malibu Canyon. Six homes and a church were
destroyed. It was the first of 24 wildfires that occurred in October 2007 in seven
Southern California counties, and the first wildfire to receive significant media attention.
The fire, which raged onto the university’s undeveloped land in the early morning hours
of October 21, was turned back at the edges of the school’s sprawling defensible space
and stopped by city, county, and state firefighters aided by helicopters and fixed-wing
aircraft.

Los Angeles County Fire Department personnel staged their fire operations on and
around the Malibu campus while fighting the Canyon Fire. The university was used as a
base for 500 firefighters and provided a grassy area that helicopters used in the
process of making air drops on the fire. The school provided water from its water tanks
for use by firefighters.

The university has developed detailed procedures for dealing with emergency incidents
and has its own Emergency Operations Center (EOC) for use during emergencies. Fire
agencies consider the campus to be so safe that they set up an EOC for firefighting
operations in one of the campus buildings.

Because of advanced planning, mitigation of structures, and wide expanses of
defensible space, effects of the fire in October 2007 were greatly reduced. Flying
embers, however, were the cause of problems on the Malibu campus. A small building
about one mile from the administration building caught fire and was destroyed. Three
vehicles, belonging to staff members that were parked on a lot in front of the
administration building, were set on fire by burning brush.

On the first day of the Canyon Fire, all faculty and students who were on campus were
notified of the approach of the fire and were provided information through the
university’s new emergency notification network about relocating from dorms and
classrooms to designated shelters on campus.

Faculty, staff, and students off campus, as the fire approached, were urged by the Los
Angeles County Fire Department to not return. Pepperdine officials continued to
provide status updates through the school’s notification network to staff and students
on campus about the fire throughout the day and also advised everyone that classes
were going to be cancelled the next day. The alert system was rolled out with the start
of the fall semester in 2007 and was tested successfully just ahead of the fire. Student
response to the alert system has been positive, with many commenting on how the
system provided accurate information and cleared confusion, which can result in time of
emergencies, administrators said.
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